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EPA to Remove Manganese-Contaminated Soil on Southeast 
Side 
WTTW Chicago Alex Ruppenthal I March 26, 2019 4:21 pm 

Federal regulators are planning a cleanup of residential yards near a Southeast Side 
industrial facility this spring to remove high levels of brain-damaging manganese, but they 
have yet to finalize a plan for addressing hmnes with elevated levels of lead in the soil. 

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency vvill ren1ove 1nanganese-contmninated soil at 
"several" homes near S.H. Bell Co., according to an update posted Monday to the agency's 
website. The Pittsburgh-based cmnpany stores n1anganese and other n1aterials along the 
Calmnet River and has faced both federal and city violations in recent years for failing to 
control potentially dangerous levels of manganese dust. 

An EPA spokesperson said the agency has yet to determine the exact nmnber of yards 
slated for soil rernoval. The cleanup schedule is being finalized and will depend on weather 
conditions, the spokesperson said. 

The EPA began collecting soil samples last May after testing conducted by Chicago's 
Departrnent of Public Health showed high levels of rnanganese, a heavy rnetal that is 
essential to steehnaking, at hon1es near S.H. Bell. 

Nearly 20,000 people live ,vithin a n1ile of S.H. Bell's facility in predominantly n1inority, 
low-incon1e neighborhoods. Of those residents, more than 6,000 are children, according 
to EPA data. 

A recently published study of children in Ohio found a significant link between higher 
concentrations of n1anganese in hair samples and declines in IQ, mental processing speed 
and working men1ory. 

The EPA's testing near S.H. Bell found four properties with rnanganese levels exceeding 
the federal en1ergency ren1oval threshold of 5,500 parts per 1nillion, according to EPA 
data. Based on agency guidelines, it is likely that it \vill conduct soil cleanups at the four 
properties. 
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It is unclear, however, whether the agency will rernoval contan1inated soil at the 35 hon1es 
where testing showed n1anganese levels exceeding a 1nore stringent screening level used by 
the Illinois EPA to assess health risks. 

The agency has yet to release a docun1ent ki1ovvn as an action 1ne1norandu1n that outlines 
the full scope of its cleanup plans. That docun1ent should address whether the EPA plans 
to conduct soil re1noval at hon1es where it has identified high levels of lead. 

On its website, the agency said it "continues to evaluate the lead san1pling data and has not 
decided on who is responsible or what cleanup activities n1ay need to occur" for yards ,vith 
lead-containinated soil. 

Of the 100 homes sampled by the EPA over the past year, 42 had lead levels in the top few 
inches of soil exceeding the federal cleanup standard for areas where children play, which 
is 400 parts per n1illion, according to EPA data. 

1\vo of those yards had lead above levels that can trigger an emergency cleanup, a 
standard set at 1,200 ppn1, according to the data. 

No mnount of lead exposure is safe for children, according to both the EPA and the 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. 'fhe EPA says lead exposure can cause a range 
of negative health effects and is pmticu1ar1y dangerous for young children, whose nervous 
syste1ns are still developing. 

Prior to announcing its plan to rernove rnanganese-contarninated soil at hmnes near S.H. 
Bell, the EPA sent a letter to the con1pany as a general notice of potential liability and 
request for n1ore information. S.H. Bell responded, and the EPA is evaluating the 
cmnpleteness of the response, according to the agency's website. 

In a staternent, S.H. Bell said the EPA' s threshold for deterrnining whether to rernove 
contan1inated soil "is a very conservative value that relies on outdated science," citing an 
analysis by Gradient, an environmental firm hired by the cmnpany. 

"Gradient analyzed all of the rnanganese soil data collected by the EPA and Chicago 
Department of Public Health and detennined that the evidence strongly supports a 
conclusion of no health risk from the manganese levels 1neasured in the soil," S.H. Bell 
said in the state1nent. 

In regard to the high lead levels found in soil near the con1pany's Southeast Side facility, 
S.H. Bell said it has never handled lead at that location. 

Rachel Bassler 
Press Officer 
U.S. EPA Region 5 
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